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1. Overview 
The concept of mentor is an oft-used term but it probably means different things to different people. In 
comparison with the conception of ‘mentor’ in Ancient Greek times, contemporary notions of the term 
might be considered somewhat different in relation to their nature, focus, and outcomes (Ehrich, 
Hansford, & Tennent 2004). Moreover, in recent times, academic discourses using the term mentoring 
have not addressed a key issue - the lack of conceptual and practical clarity of the term (Jones, Harris, & 
Miles 2009). Despite this lack of clarity, an element common to most conceptions is ‘guidance by a 
trusted other’ (Cassidy, Jones, & Potrac, 2004; Jones, et al., 2009).  
 
It is a reasonable proposition that sport coaching could be viewed as a form of (in)formal mentoring 
(informal in the sense that there is generally no agreed curriculum; formal in the sense that coaches and 
athletes are generally partnered in highly structured, sometimes contractually obligated ways). Reade 
(2013) makes the point that “coaching (at least at the higher levels) involves mentorship, and 
mentorship certainly involves coaching” (p. 238). Of course guidance is an element inherent in sport 
coaching practice and indeed previous work has noted the presence of ‘mentoring functions’ within 
coaching work (e.g., Miller, Salmela, & Kerr, 2002). Indeed, more recently the relationship between 
mentoring and coaching has been examined (Jenkins, 2013); and while some argue strongly regarding 
the distinctions between the two this has primarily been with respect to the notion of mentoring and 
coaching in business. In a similar way, much of the debate about mentoring in sports coaching has 
related to the mentoring ‘of’ sports coaches as opposed to mentoring of athletes ‘by’ sports coaches 
(Jones et al., 2009). This chapter is focused on the latter.  
 
Within the context of high performance sports coaching, the conceptual links between the terms ‘coach’ 
and ‘mentor’ are somewhat muddied, which may be linked to how coaches view the scope of their 
work; for example, some might conceive sport coaching as primarily performance-related and therefore 
the scope of their work is about the development of ‘skills, drills, and tactics’. However, this ‘narrow 
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conception of coaching’ is not consistent with Côté and Gilbert’s (2009) definition of effective sport 
coaching: The consistent application of integrated professional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
knowledge to improve athletes’ competence, confidence, connection, and character in specific coaching 
contexts (p. 316). Similar to the notion of mentoring, the aforementioned definition of effective 
coaching suggests a more holistic approach to development that extends beyond the sporting arena. 
Côté and Gilbert’s definition of effective coaching is based on the 4Cs (competence, confidence, 
connectedness, character) of positive youth development (Larson, 2000; Lerner, 2003) in which the 
focus is on developing young people’s capacity for growth (Larson, 2006) through sport. This focus on 
people’s strengths to promote adaptive development is consistent with the positive psychology 
movement (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985), which is a 
social-cognitive and organismic theory of human motivation and personality development purports the 
centrality of significant others (e.g. adults) in creating adaptive learning environments that foster 
psychological need satisfaction (competence, autonomy, belonging) to subsequently contribute to 
personal growth. This notion of learning and development, which is guided by another, is key feature of 
coaching and mentoring. So, it is proposed that coaching in its broader sense is linked strongly with the 
key elements of mentoring; in other words, the terms of sports coaching and mentoring might be 
considered synonymous. Nevertheless, it is proposed that how coaches understand and enact their role 
will influence the degree to which the two terms might be considered synonymous. For the purpose of 
this chapter we consider that (high performance) coaches and those they influence (athletes) are often 
in a long-term coach-athlete relationship both in terms of weekly contact and usually over several 
months annually, and in many instances for several years. Hence, functional coach-athlete relationships, 
which are enduring, are likely to be characterised by learning, development, mutual trust and respect, 
similar to the notion of mentoring (Occhino, Mallett, & Rynne, 2013). 
 
2. Vignette1  
Background 
The coach featured in this vignette is a National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division 1 Head 
Coach of a team sport. University sport in the United States of America (USA), especially in the highly 
competitive NCAA Division 1 competitions, is considered to be a key transition period from elite youth 
                                                          
1
 The coach featured in this vignette has been assigned a pseudonym to protect anonymity. 
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to elite senior; therefore, the coach featured is considered a high performance coach. Coach Smith was 
thought to be a fitting example as his profile is consistent with how coaching effectiveness has been 
recently defined; the consistent application of coaching knowledge to continually improve well defined 
athlete outcomes within specific coaching contexts (Côté & Gilbert, 2009). The primary outcomes of the 
collegiate sport setting are (i) winning games; and (ii) graduating student-athletes. During Coach Smith’s 
tenure the team won multiple consecutive conference championships and entry into national 
championships. In the classroom, Coach Smith taught numerous student-athletes who earned all 
conference academic honours. These successful outcomes demonstrate that Coach Smith has 
consistently produced championship-winning teams and successfully graduated high achieving student-
athletes. 
 
Methods 
The case of Coach Smith (Head Coach) was part of an extensive multi-year study conducted by a group 
of researchers at the same NCAA Division 1 University in the USA. The study comprised multiple 
methods to systematically document coaching effectiveness in action over the course of a full season. As 
part of the study, fourteen interviews were undertaken with the Coach Smith and at the end of the 
season two separate sixty-minute student-athlete focus groups were conducted; one group consisting of 
five senior student-athletes and the other focus group contained five non-senior student athletes. The 
purpose of the coach interviews was to capture insights into coaching effectiveness at various stages of 
the season - prior to, during, and after. Coach Smith interviews revealed insights into the coach’s 
philosophy, expectations for the season, and the nature of his relationship with the student-athletes. 
The purpose of the student-athlete focus group interviews was to examine if the perceptions of the 
coach concurred with how the student-athletes viewed their experience under the coach’s leadership. 
The questions were designed to uncover the student-athletes’ perceptions of the coach’s style and the 
degree of satisfaction felt within the coach-athlete relationship.  
 
Findings 
The senior athletes reported the three key themes of connection, caring, and trust, in a positive light: 
We used to go in to the [coach’s] office randomly, sit there and just chat. The group after us, I 
don’t think that would ever cross their mind, to go in and just chat with one of the coaches. I 
feel like they are a bit scared, they avoid it, and you shouldn’t. It makes for a better connection, 
  4 
and then they [Coach Smith] can actually learn their personality. [Connection – from personal 
relationships with others] 
  
Coach Smith will tear you down in practice but will be the first to bring you back up. Coach 
Smith will rip your head off but you best believe a couple of hours later you are going to get a 
phone call or a text saying I think you’re the best player I have got. [Caring and showing some 
empathy for others] 
 
We had to learn the system and to trust the system before we could actually buy in to what 
Coach Smith was actually talking about. We were new to the program, we didn’t know anybody, 
we didn’t trust anybody. So in order for us to trust in Coach Smith it took time, about a year for 
us to trust and buy in.” [Trust] 
 
In contrast, the non-senior athletes reported less connection, caring, and trust with Coach Smith: 
I don’t feel like I have ever gone to speak to coach about a problem because they wouldn’t care 
enough. I don’t feel like I could ever open up to Coach Smith. It’s definitely easier for some to 
approach Coach Smith and talk about their problems, their needs and their feelings. [Lack of 
connection] 
The first day of school the seniors sit us down and say this is what we do and this is how we do 
it, get with the program. The seniors have the power because they have been here the longest, 
they pretty much know what Coach Smith expects. [Lack of trust and respect] 
 
Coach Smith is so mean at practice and I’ve felt really overlooked. Coach Smith never really 
talked to me or called me and I felt like I really wasn’t part of the team. [Lack of caring] 
 
Coach Smith interview data: 
What I learned is that I think I paid too little attention to the freshmen; probably isolated them a 
little too much. They felt a little vulnerable, a little underappreciated and that’s not the type of 
environment I want to have. The number one thing is that we didn’t spend any time with them 
outside of our sport. I feel like correcting it … just means spending a little more time with them. I 
think that’s the key to dealing with teams and with young people. Show them you care. So that’s 
what I am working on this year, breaking the team down in to little life groups, to where each 
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coach is responsible for a player. They don’t really care how much I know about the game until 
they know how much I care about them. 
 
3. Analysis 
A hierarchical content analysis of the student-athlete focus group data showed discrepancies between 
the two groups - senior student-athletes and non-senior student-athletes. The senior student-athletes 
felt a very strong personal bond with the coach but perceived an apparent disconnect between the non-
senior student-athletes and the coach. The feedback from both focus groups highlighted that the 
student-athletes reported differential experiences of coach connection, trust, and caring.  
 
The differing perceptions of connection, trust, and caring can be traced to the degree of personal 
investment each student-athlete received from the coach. The data, from both the coach and the 
athletes, supports the view that the coach invested more of his time and emotion in the senior student-
athlete group. The coach explained that the senior student-athletes were his first recruiting class and 
deliberately held weekly ‘life lesson’ meetings in their freshmen year. These meetings were specifically 
designed to not only establish a vision for each student-athlete (within the team structure) but were 
also designed to earn their trust and demonstrate a deep level of care for them as people first – 
consistent with an autonomy supportive motivational climate (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). The coach 
admitted that he failed to continue this process with incoming freshmen (non-senior student-athletes). 
Attending to the student-athlete perceptions illustrates the coach’s openness to adapting his behaviours 
to meet the needs of the student-athletes and in particular consideration of the whole person rather 
than an exclusive focus on performance. This recognition to respond to the needs of the student-
athletes is consistent with Côté and Gilbert’s (2009) definition of effective sport coaching and SDT; 
especially, in supporting the student-athletes’ sense of connectedness (4Cs) and belonging (SDT; Deci & 
Ryan, 1985). Demonstrating coaching effectiveness is a not a state (in which one arrives) but a target 
condition (a quest of becoming), which is characterized by the dynamic, reciprocal and fluid nature of 
coach-athlete relationships (Lorimer & Jowett, 2009). 
 
It is assumed that a mentor typically focuses on the person (being mentored), their career and support 
for their individual growth and maturity, whilst coaches have tended to be more job focused and 
performance-oriented (Starcevich, 1998). However, the case of Coach Smith illustrates that mentoring is 
not necessarily a separate aspect of coaching work but considered to be an essential part of what we 
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might term ‘quality coaching’; that is, a broad understanding of coaching effectiveness as defined by 
Côté and Gilbert (2009). Coach Smith successfully created a persona in which the senior student-athlete 
athlete group viewed him not only as their basketball coach but also as their mentor – someone who 
nurtured them, they trusted, and who showed they cared. Coach Smith was able to consistently produce 
championship-winning teams and also establish a strong personal bond with the senior student-athletes 
through the coaching process. This was possible as Coach Smith focused on creating an environment 
conducive to student-athlete learning and involvement. The notion of mentoring and Coach Smith’s 
intention to show the student-athletes he cares and to seek their active engagement in the coaching 
process is consistent with the creation of an autonomy supportive motivational climate (Mageau & 
Vallerand, 2003; Mallett, 2005) and adopting an athlete-centred coaching approach (Kidman, Thorpe, & 
Ladfield, 2005).  
 
Coaches’ behaviours influence athletes’ self-determined motivation through their impact on athletes’ 
perceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness/belonging (SDT: Deci & Ryan, 1985; Mageau & 
Vallerand, 2003; Mallett, 2005). Being autonomy supportive (Deci and Ryan, 1985) means that ‘an 
individual in a position of authority (e.g., a coach or mentor) takes the other’s (e.g., an athlete’s or 
mentee) perspective, acknowledges the other’s feelings, and provides the other with pertinent 
information and opportunities for choice, while minimizing the use of pressures and demands’ (Black 
and Deci, 2000) shows that coaches/mentors care about the person, which in turn, nurtures peoples’ 
adaptive personality development (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003).  
 
Coaches possess their own unique interpersonal style but effective (high performance) coaches all share 
one common trait; they recognize the importance of gaining the trust of their athletes (Côté & Gilbert, 
2009). Effective coaches understand that developing relationships grounded in showing an interest in 
the welfare of athletes as well as mutual trust and respect will greatly increase the probability of the 
athlete experiencing enjoyment and satisfaction in their sporting experiences and contribute to personal 
growth. Hence, coaching and mentoring can be considered somewhat synonymous but contingent upon 
how coaches consider and enact their role in the coach-athlete relationship. In conclusion, it is 
considered pertinent to reiterate Coach Smith’s approach to cultivating positive coach-athlete relations  
- “People will never care how much you know until they know how much you care”.  
 
4. Lessons learned…What could we add to the Mentor Pedagogy Toolbox? 
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There are a couple of important lessons to consider from this study.  
 It is important to show you care: The centrality of showing you care seems important to 
athletes and consistent with the literature associated with adaptive coach-athlete 
relationships (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003) and notions of ‘effective’ 
and ‘quality’ coaching (e.g., Côté  & Gilbert, 2009; Occhino et al., 2013). Furthermore, 
caring for others is central to a functional mentor-mentee relationship (e.g., Miller et al., 
2002; Reade, 2013).  
 Coaches may underestimate or be unaware of their impact. Coaches might not be cognisant 
of their impact on others and their differential guidance and care for athletes within the 
same team or squad. Indeed, coaches are likely to differentially impact on those they guide 
and when the primary focus is on winning perhaps reflection on the individual as a person is 
marginalised. It is proposed that in the main coaches unintentionally/unconsciously show 
preference to some athletes over others. Perhaps some coaches don't reflect beyond the 
performance itself and how one’s behaviours impacts on individuals in a more holistic way. 
Coaches who see themselves as mentors and therefore consider the whole person should 
consider individual athletes within the team/squad; in other words, there is some argument 
for an ‘I’ in ‘Team’.  
 Coaches could benefit from adopting a pedagogical approach that considers the ‘person’ 
not just the ‘performer’. To be effective in their work coaches should move beyond a focus 
on skills and drills to consider the ‘person’ rather than their performance. It is the ‘person’ 
who underpins the performance and showing that you care enables coaches to develop 
sufficient rapport with athletes to enable coaches to get the best from athletes. It is 
possible that the time to build trust between the freshmen and Coach Smith took longer 
than necessary because of the lack of involvement and showing that he cared for his 
players. In terms of the pedagogical approach to developing adaptive coach-athlete 
relationships, the following, reiterated quote from Coach Smith is highlighted:  
The number one thing is that we didn’t spend any time with them outside of our sport. I 
feel like correcting it … just means spending a little more time with them. I think that’s the 
key to dealing with teams and with young people. Show them you care…. They don’t really 
care how much I know about the game until they know how much I care about them. 
 Coach reflexivity on the coach-athletes’ relationships would benefit from discussing 
their holistic coaching relationship with the athlete as well as another knowledgeable 
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person.  
 An analysis of the data (trust, caring, connection) supports several aspects of the CM3T 
model of mentor competencies, including: (a) Affective (Trust, Empathy, Support); (b) 
Cognitive (Leadership, Facilitator); and (c) Hybrid (Building rapport, Approachable, Co-
existence of professional and personal relationships).  
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